858         THE     BON     FLOWS     HOME
Then the firing grew intermittent, and the earth revealed
itself to Aksinia in all its hidden sounds . the green, whit&J
edged leaves of the ashes and the moulded, figured oakleaves
rustled tremulously under the wind ; a coalescent, muffled
soughing came from a thicket of young aspens ; far, far off9
a cuckoo indistinctly and mournfully counted out hi^
unspent years ; as it flew over the pond a crested lapwing
called insistently " Peewit/' " peewit " ; some tiny grey
bird two paces from Aksinia drank wrater from a road rut,
throwing back its little head and pleasurably blinking its
eye ; the velvety, dusty bumble-bees hummed; swarthy
wild bees rocked on the coronas of the meadow-flowers.
Then they vanished, carrying the aromatic pollen into the
shady cool of hollow trunks. Juice dripped from the poplar
branches. And from beneath a bush of hawthorn oozed the
beery, pungent scent of the rotting last-year's leaves.
Sitting motionless, Aksinia insatiably drank in the varied
scents of the forest. Filled with a marvellous and myriad-
voiced sonority, the forest lived its mighty, elemental life/
Saturated to overflowing with spring moisture, the flood-
water soil of the glade was fringed and overgrown with such
a rich variety of grasses that her eyes were bewildered by
this marvellous entanglement of flowers and herbs.
Smiling, and soundlessly moving her lips, she cautiously
touched the stalks of nameless, pale blue, modest flowers,
then bent her swelling waist to smell them, and suddenly
caught the exhausting and voluptuous perfume of lilies of
the valley. Groping with her hands, she found the plant.
It was growing right beside her, beneath an impenetrably
shady bush. The broad, once green leaves were still jealously'
protecting from the sun the bent, low-growing stalk, crowned
with the snow-white, fugitive little calyces of the flowers.
But the leaves, covered with dew and yellow rust, were
dying, and the flower itself was already touched by mortal
decay: the two lower calyces were wrinkled and blackened,
and only the upper one, all dressed in the sparkling tears of
dew, suddenly lit up in the sunlight with a dazzling,
captivating whiteness.
For some reason, in that brief moment while through her
tears Aksinia was looking at the flower and breathing in its
mournful scent, she recalled her youth and all her long life
so meagre in happiness. Clearly she was growing old. . . .